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It has been observed that following a brief period of isolation, children tend to 
show a greater increase in responsiveness on a simple motor task than nonisolated 
children do when verbal reinforcement is given periodically during a task. One 
explanation is that the social deprivation of the brief isolation heightens the 
motivation to receive social reinforcement. Another explanation is that the 
phenomenon is attributable to the generalized motivational properties of the anxiety 
which the condition of isolation arouses. Forty first-grade children were given a 
simple motor (marble drop) task after their anxiety level had been measured. After 
the child became familiar with the task, periodic verbal reinforcement was given as 
the child performed the task. An analysis of the data showed that response-rate 
increase over the task period (4 minutes) did not distinguish between high and low 
anxiety children. It was concluded from the Overall findings that anxiety in young 
children is more likely to obstruct than facilitate performance on a simple motor task 
involving periodic social reinforcement. (WD) 
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j A. INTRODUCTION 

l A variety of explanations have been offered for the empirical ob- 

S ; servation, first reported by Gewirtz and Baer (2), that following a brief 

[ period of isolation there is a general tendency for children to show a rela- 

tively greater increase to responsiveness on a simple motor task than non- 
l isolated children when these responses are paired with verbal inducements 

l (s.g., "good", "fine"). 

f Gewirtz and Baer (2, 3) have emphasized the social deprivation com- 

ponents of the isolation situation in their interpretation of the data. They 
have argued that the increased efficacy af the verbal reinforcement reflects 

[ 

the state of social deprivation aroused by their experimental manipulation, 
which in turn heightens the arousal of motivation to receive social reinforce- 
ment. More recently, the nature of the specific deprivation experienced in 
the isolation situation has been questioned, and the potential sensory depriva- 
| tion components more thoroughly examined (5, 13), but the assumption of the 

essential condition of deprivation has been maintained; that is, it is assumed 
that the increased responsiveness of the child is based on properties of the 
reinforcement which rather specifically restore the deficiencies which the 

period of isolation has engendered, 

A more clearly alternative explanation has been offered by Walters 

and Ray (17). Briefly, they have argued and found some support for the view 
that the effect noted by Gewirtz and Baer is attributable to the generalized 
; motivational properties of the anxiety which the condition of isolation is 

apt to arouse. They feel that it is unnecessary to postulate a specific 

[ social drive to account for the apparently increased motivation of the child 
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following isolation. This explanation is predicated on the assumption that 
anxiety facilitates the task performance of young children, which lacks inde- 
pendent empirical verification* 

Certainly, rese t rch with adults has provided considerable empirical 
evidence to indicate that, in general* anxiety tends to have a facilitating 
effect on the performance of simple tasks, while it is apt to interfere with 
the performance of more complex tasks (e.g*, 8, 12, 1U)» However, xew 

studies have been able to substantiate this observation with children, par- 
ticularly those of the age group (first and second graders) employed by 
Gewirtz and Baer (2) and Walters and Ray (17). Most studies which have found 
a relationship between anxiety and task performance indicate that low-anxious 
children tend to perform better on learning tasks in general (7* 11* 1U). In 
addition, Sarason et al. (10) present rather convincing evidence that anxiety 
in children generally interferes with intelligence test performance. Those 
investigators who have observed an interaction between anxiety and task com- 
plexity have studied older children (fifth and sixth graders) (1, i£) e 

Research efforts, specifically focussed on examining the nature 
and effects of anxiety in young children, would have implications for both 
the specific age groups investigated and more generally, for the theories con- 
cerning anxiety and its development. The present report provides data on the 
relationship between two measures of anxiety in first grade children and their 
performance on a simple motor task, prior to and following the administration 

of social reinforcement. 
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